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NEW GLARUS: PAST SUCCESS AND FUTURE CHALLENGES*

Jessica T. Skropanic

New Glarus had a good foundation for coloniz.ation. It had financial
support from the sending society via the Emigration Society of Glarus. It was
settled in a pleasant location with the resources necessary to gain a good start.
Also, the surrounding communities were supportive of coloniz.ation. Many people
from these communities were of German or Swiss origin and could speak the
language fluently. This helped the newcomers to feel some connection with their
new environment. The founders came in nuclear family units. This benefitted
them in several ways. First, there was the emotional support family members
gave to each other. In a time of drastic change, it was important to have these
relationships to lean on. Second, many families migrating together meant that
bonds were created as a result of hardship, and that each age group represented

*Jessica T. Skropanic, "The Swiss Colony of New Glarus. A Study of a
Successful Ethnic Settlement," MA thesis, Humboldt State University, California,
1992.
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(adult parents and children still of dependent age) had peers with whom they
could interact. Also, the adults of the group were already married and thus, there
was no reason to seek spouses outside of the group. The colony could remain
ethnically homogeneous and unified.

Socially speaking, the group could be

almost entirely self-sustaining. Last, it kept the family from travelling separately,
at different times. The Emigration Society stipulated that families travel together,
which Maria Pfister-Ammendes points out is an important aspect of mental
stability for the immigrant.
The colony immediately set up the social and governmental institutions
necessary to create group solidarity from the beginning. Its inhabitants were of
the same ethnic and language background, and all were Protestant. This held the
community together, giving it common goals and concerns. The colony protected
its ethnic homogeneity from infiltration by other cultures by keeping the land in
one huge tract, where both good and poor land was occupied and owned.
Today, New Glarus reaps both the rewards and hardships of a tourist
economy. In many ways, tourism began without New Glarners having to try very
hard.

The location of the town near a large populated area and its easy

accessibility, along with its picturesque environment, made it attractive to visitors
early on. It offered the tourist a different cultural experience. The expression
of its ethnic background and the availability of museums and the scope of its
ethnic festivals allowed it to draw heavily from other local communities and the
weekend travelers. New Glarus had only to capitalize on its potential, and to tum
its focus outward, which it has done.
Several problems do exist that could hurt New Glarus because of its tourist
based economy. First, as several of the interviewees pointed out, there is a
shortage of social services and programs that are geared toward the needs of the
residents. It is possible for a community that has developed an external focus,
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to lose sight of internal needs. While to my knowledge exact figures are not
available, there has been some concern with a slight rise in juvenile delinquency,
more in the form of harassment and pranks.

Despite this, New Glarus has

managed to do quite well with its youth, offering them some sports and
recreational opportunities; as well as scholastic programs. Goods and services
are another story. Many residents must make the trip to Madison to purchase
materials once available in town. For example, in a period of twelve years, the
number of gas stations has gone from five· to one, making it difficult for those
residents still involved in farming to service their machinery. The residents of
the town need to be wary of the possibility that if they do stray from internal
concerns, in the most drastic scenario, the community could crumble from within.
It is unlikely that this will happen because of the awareness that internal concerns

aren't being addressed quite as much as many think is necessary. It is, however,
a consideration in any town that has a tourist based economy.
Another danger with the reliance almost exclusively on tourism is that the
town will feel economic change more directly due to the nature of the industry.
When recession hits, it hits industries based on travel and leisure the hardest.
The economic benefits of tourism include the most obvious, the
preservation of the town by offering work in an industry. While the few private
farmers that are left have been feeling the pinch, tourism has indeed kept the
town afloat. Other benefits include community solidarity, which, because it is
nothing new to New Glarus, acts as a preserver rather than a creator of
community pride and unity. It gives the_residents a joint cause to work for and
support, regardless of whether that means working directly with the tourists, or
simply displaying a canton crest on a dwelling.
New Glarus continues to nurture its own cultural identity.

Like all

cultures, it shifts and changes with time. While tourism certainly made dramatic
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changes in it, it is absolutely incorrect to say that the culture that is visible to the
tourists is "put on" for their benefit. Granted, the tourists see only the tip of the
iceberg, but commercialism is at a minimum. New Glarner pride and ethnic
interest are not based on the tourists' interest, although the support of it from the
outside makes it thrive. One could easily imagine many of the daily events going
on without there having to be an outsider in sight. There is a conscious effort to
keep the genuine and shun the "glitz."
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